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Fred Craddock tells the story of his growing up years. He said that his mother always took the children to church and Sunday school, but his father didn’t go. He would complain when Sunday lunch was late because of church. When the pastor would come to visit, he would always say, “I know what the church wants. Church doesn’t care about me. Church wants another name, another pledge, another name, another pledge. Isn’t that right? Another name, another pledge. Church doesn’t care about me.” Fred said, “I heard him say it thousand times.”
 
One time he didn’t say it. He was in the veteran’s hospital, down to 73 pounds. The doctors had removed part of his throat. He couldn’t speak or eat. Fred flew in to see him. He said, “I looked around the room, potted plants and cut flowers on all the windowsills, a stack of cards twenty inches deep beside his bed. And all the flowers and cards were from persons or groups from the church.”
 
His father saw him reading one of the cards. He couldn’t speak, so he took a Kleenex box and wrote on the side of it a line from Shakespeare. “In this harsh world, draw your breath in pain to tell my story.” Fred asked him, “What is your story, Daddy?” And he wrote, “I was wrong.” (from Craddock Stories, edited by Mike Graves and Richard Ward)
 
We may all have our days when we criticize the church. We know the church-as-institution has many flaws. But within the church there are people with enormous care and compassion. When we are in distress or grief, the love and care come pouring in. When there are celebrations in our life, church members are there. We who have been part of the church know this from personal experience.
 
But we’ve also heard people complain about the church. Any of us can get cynical: “Church doesn’t care about me. Another name, another pledge.” We may have our name on the church roll, but that doesn’t guarantee meaningful membership or participation. There is a difference between having a church and being a church. If we have a church, we speak of an external relationship---affiliation only. 
But if we are the church, we are connected to each other in deep and lasting ways. We are part of the covenant community.
 
 
When we invite people to join Watts Street Baptist Church, we invite you to become members of this “covenant community”? What do we mean by those words? 
 
We all have a need for human connectedness. We join clubs; we form coffee groups or lunch groups. We come to Wednesday night suppers. We are drawn to rituals that bring us together.
 
I once read of a group of six women who first came together as high school friends. They formed a club called “The Dreamers.” Now, 50 years later, the Dreamers are still meeting. They have met together once a month for breakfast or lunch for 50 years. They met first in their youth, when they were single, and then they continued to meet after they were all married and had families.
 
“The Dreamers” were women who didn’t have easy lives. They had dreams but they lived with money problems, struggles and family concerns. They talked out their issues with one another and trusted the group with their stories. They took care of each other in times of crisis; they celebrated their birthdays and accomplishments. They all found strength in their faith. After their kids grew up, one of the daughters said, “I’m jealous of the kind of friends Mom has. We move around a lot now, and we don’t have that connectedness that Mom and her friends have.”
 
The Dreamers have met together for more than fifty years. It seems to me that they’ve had a covenant to stick together through thick and thin. They’ve stayed faithful to each other and to their mission of supporting one another as they move through their struggles, toward their dreams. (from Fr. David McBriar)
 
The Dreamers remind me a lot of what we hope church can be---a place where real friendships—community---can happen. A place where we are members of a larger family, but we also gather in groups small enough where we can tell our stories and learn to trust one another, to know and love each other, over the long haul.
 
What makes that deep down caring possible? You might say it’s because we like each other; but if we’re honest, we know that sometimes we don’t like each other. We could say we keep coming back because we have several friends here. But what keeps us together is not history or mutual admiration or even friendship.
 
What keeps us together is covenant. Covenant is anchored first in God’s love for us and our love for one another. We don’t have to agree with one another or like one another a=all the time. But when we are in covenant with one another, love is the policy. 
The theme of the early church was “See how they love one another.” They did not say, “See how we like one another or agree with one another. When we make covenant with each other, we make it possible to move out of superficial relationships into genuine trust, friendship, caring and love.
 
If I were going to re-name this church, I think I would name it Covenant Church. That word comes closest to saying who we are---covenant people.
 
Covenant is the key biblical word for life-giving relationships. Covenant is the structure, the container, which holds our relationship to God and each other. It is covenant that makes genuine love and caring possible, across all differences. This is true for marriage, friendship, church, or any lasting partnership. 
 
Let’s face it. Human relationships are difficult. There are many ways we can mess up, fail one another, and hurt one another. When the struggles happen (and they will), the relationship can come apart. What keeps us together is covenant.
 
Our Scripture today tells the story of the covenant Joshua hammered out with the Jewish people he was leading. This group was a “stiff necked” outfit. They got weary of their hard journey in the wilderness. They complained and griped and whined. They didn’t like the way things were going. 
They easily turned to worship other gods. They found other things to do on Sunday morning. They became cynical, perhaps even saying, “Another name, another pledge. They don’t care about me.”
 
But through Joshua’s leadership, God kept coming after them. Joshua knew that God was leading the people. Joshua knew that the fullness of life for the people came from God. God gave them the Ten Commandments, not as a straight jacket, but as a way to keep their relationships healthy and vital. “You shall have no other gods before me.”
 
This God is a covenant-making God. When we lose our way, God comes to find us. When we complain and criticize, God comes to woo us and love us and forgive us back to health. Over and over God keeps coming after us, offering covenant: “I will be your God, and you will be my people.” It is from God that we learn how to make covenant. It’s an agreement, a mutual understanding, with respect and love. But it’s more. It’s a vow, a promise, much like the promises and vows we make in committed relationships, where we promise to be there for each other no matter what happens. What God models for us, we seek to live as covenant people. As T.S. Eliot puts it in “Choruses from the Rock”: 
 
What life have you if you have not life together?
There is no life that is not in community.
 
Joshua made a covenant with the people, and that covenant was life-giving. When we join the church, we join a network of people who are seeking to live in covenant with God. That means there is an ongoing vitality, aliveness, life-giving energy available to us. We’ve often said here that every time a person joins this church, we are a new church. 
In the same way that a family stretches and grows as it welcomes a child into the family, so we are given new energy, new opportunities, new beginnings when a newcomer joins this church. Covenant brings life-giving newness.
 
Another quality of covenant community is a bold resolve to serve the Lord.”As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” This is a statement about priorities. There are so many competing gods in our culture---money, individualism, consumerism, and now especially militarism and patriotism. Any of these little gods can take over our lives. But the resolve in covenant community is clear: We will serve the Lord. We will help one another by providing support and encouragement to keep God at the center of our life, above every other loyalty. Our major goal is to strengthen our union with God, to find in God our energy, our love, our hope.
 
Finally, covenant community is a forgiving community. No relationship can make it without a willingness to accept one another and forgive one another over and over. Covenant is the great sign that we are always starting over, beginning again, bringing newness out of grief and pain. In many ways we are forgiven into the community. Our sins are not held against us. We come here to be forgiven and freed from whatever keeps us trapped or stuck.
 
Fred Craddock’s father criticized the church until his life was nearly ended. But then he saw that the covenant community is the forgiving community, the caring-compassionate community, the life-giving community.
 
May it be so for all of us!
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